The Fifth Sunday after Epiphany
February 7, 2010
Text:  1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

I’ve always loved G.K. Chesterton’s definition of tradition:

Tradition is the democracy of the dead.  Tradition refuses to submit to the small and arrogant oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about.
Another favorite definition of tradition is from Jaroslav Pelikan, the great Yale University church historian who distinguishes between tradition and traditionalism: 

Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.
You may remember the story I’ve told before about traditionalism:  the young housewife whose husband asked her why she always cut the pot roast in two before putting it in the casserole pan….”Because that’s how my mother taught me.”  They finally asked the grandmother who had taught the mother; the grandmother replied, “Because my pan was too small!”  That’s not tradition, that’s traditionalism.
Today, in our Second Reading, St. Paul is talking about tradition.  In three different ways he refers to the Christian tradition:

· The good news that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received…
· For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received.
· So we proclaim and so you have come to believe.
What exactly is it that Paul has passed on to the Corinthians as the Christian tradition?  It’s a creed!  In fact, one of the oldest Christian creeds.  Paul is writing in about 55-56 A.D.; this creed he is quoting is probably earlier than that.  Here it is:

That Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures.

Right there, in those few words, you have the very core of the Christian tradition:  Christ died for our sins and was raised on the third day.  The atonement:  Christ died for our sins; and the resurrection:  He was raised on the third day.
Our modern culture has difficulties with the atonement.  Heck, not just our modern culture; the world throughout the past 2,000 years has had difficulties with the atonement!  
Do you remember what Paul had said earlier in his letter to the Corinthians?  Way back in chapter 1?

We proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.
And I’ll admit it is hard, folks, it is hard for me to wrap my mind around exactly why it was that God chose to reconcile the world to himself through the suffering death of His Son, Jesus Christ, on the cross.  St. Paul himself calls it a mystery.  But the cross, the atonement, is at the very center of our Christian faith tradition.
Here’s an example of how difficult it is for our modern world to accept the atonement. The last couple of weeks, some of the Christian internet blogs that I visit have been abuzz with an interview between a Unitarian minister, Marilyn Sewell, and the atheist, Christopher Hitchens…you may remember him, the one who wrote the book, God Is Not Great?  Here’s a brief excerpt of that interview:
· Marilyn Sewell:  I’m a liberal Christian, and I don’t take the stories from the scripture literally.  I don’t believe in the doctrine of atonement (that Jesus died for our sins), for example.  Do you make any distinction between fundamentalist faith and liberal religion?
· Christopher Hitchens – he’s the atheist, remember:  I would say that if you don’t believe that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ and Messiah, and that he rose again from the dead and by his sacrifice our sins are forgiven, you’re really not in any meaningful sense a Christian.
Whoooah!  Isn’t that amazing!?!  Even though he doesn’t believe it either, the atheist knows that the cross and the resurrection are at the very center of the Christian tradition!  
Now, as much as I love Hitchens’ response – as he said, if you don’t believe that Jesus of Nazareth was the Christ, that he died on the cross for our sins, and that he was raised from the dead, you’re really not in any meaningful sense a Christian – as much as I love his response, let me also distance myself from it somewhat.  

Because there may be some of you here this morning who are seekers after the Christian truth.  Maybe you haven’t yet wrapped your minds around those central mysteries of the Christian tradition….but you are here seeking for the truth.  I just want you seekers to know that you are welcome, too.  And we’ll return to this, at the very end.

The atonement and the resurrection are at the very center of the Christian tradition.  And what’s the other word that Paul uses for that tradition?  The Gospel!  Paul writes:  

I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good news – Gospel! – that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received.
The atonement on the cross, of course, is Gospel because, as Paul says, it is for the forgiveness of our sins.  And the resurrection is all Gospel because it is jam-packed with grace.

Whenever the New Testament speaks of the resurrection, it never says, “Christ rose from the dead.”  No, it always says, “He was raised from the dead.”  The Father raised the Son from the dead.  The resurrection happened to Jesus Christ; he didn’t do it to himself.  And that’s grace.

Christ risen from the dead points to a grace beyond human capacity.  We can no more control it than we can raise ourselves from the dead.  Resurrection is beyond human experience because it is beyond the boundary of human experience that ends with death.  Grace is God’s power at work, not ours, and Christ risen from the dead makes that stunningly clear.

Paul elaborates on this grace, when he makes a list of all those to whom the risen Christ appeared.  One of the church fathers, Cyril of Jerusalem, does a beautiful thing with this list of appearances:

He appeared to Cephas; and after that to the twelve.”  So, if you disbelieve one witness, you have twelve witnesses.  “Then he was seen by more than 500 people at once” – if they disbelieve the twelve, then listen to the five hundred.  “After that he was seen by James,” [Jesus’] own brother and the first bishop of this Jerusalem diocese.  Since so noteworthy a bishop was privileged to see the risen Christ, along with the other disciples, do not disbelieve.  But you may say that [Jesus’] brother was a biased witness. So then Paul continues:  “He was seen by me.  But who am I?  I am Paul, his enemy!”  I was formerly a persecutor but now preach the good news of the resurrection.
And Paul says that is all grace!  The astounding, hard-to-believe news that the risen Jesus would appear to a persecutor of the church, that Jesus would appear to the man who was holding the coats of those who had taken them off so that they could better throw the stones that killed the Christian deacon, Stephen!

Paul held those coats, and yet Jesus still appeared to him.  Paul says that is all grace!  But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me has not been in vain.  It has not been in vain because Paul has been passing that Gospel tradition on…passing it on to the Corinthians, passing it on to the Ephesians, to the Galatians, the Colossians.

And that’s what you and I are to do as well:  to pass on the Gospel, to hand over the tradition “that Christ died for our sins and was raised on the third day.”  When we do that, when we hand over the tradition – and that’s the root meaning of that word tradition:  to hand over – when we do that, we are an echo of that tradition.
An echo.  There is a place where I can stand on our deck in northern Minnesota….cup my hands and give a loud shout to the southwest….and a full two second later my words will come back to me….clearly and distinctly.  It’s the greatest echo I’ve ever heard.

An echo is a faithful reproduction of the original.  An echo is a good model for our faith traditions.  And here’s another model:  a procession.

Two years ago, on my sabbatical, on one of the weekends I spent in New York City, I visited The Cloisters, a medieval museum, which was given to the city in the 1930’s by John D. Rockefeller.  In that museum there is a beautifully carved lintel, the cross-piece over the doorway from some ancient French church.  It has a beautifully carved Palm Sunday procession.  This was a sculpture that welcomed people into that church.  You can tell it is Palm Sunday because everyone is holding palm branches.

At the head of the procession, or course, is Jesus, riding a donkey.  Behind and around him, you can see the little children waving their palm branches, followed by a few adults.  All of them are dressed in the Ancient Near Eastern dress of Jesus’ day.

Surprisingly, just behind these adults, blending in with the procession, is another group of adults.  But they’re not dressed in first-century Near Eastern garb.  No, they’re wearing 12th-century European clothing!  There is someone who looks like a shopkeeper, a butcher, a bishop, a priest, a number of women.

The sculpture seems to be saying:  here is a picture of what it is like to enter the tradition of the church.  To come into the church is to take your place in a centuries-long procession.  But look who’s leading it!  Jesus Christ!  But we are there, too, blending in with the procession.  The point is that the tradition of faith must follow Jesus Christ.

A seminary classmate of mine has written about a course he took in his last year at Yale Divinity School…a church history course, where the professor had invited in an Orthodox priest who gave a rather dry lecture on the development of the creeds.  At the end of the lecture, one of the students asked, “Father Theodore, what can one do when one finds it impossible to affirm certain tenets of the creed?”

The priest look confused.  “Well, you just say it.  It’s not that hard to learn.  Most can quickly learn it by heart.”

“No, you don’t understand,” continued the student, “what am I to do when I have difficulty affirming parts of the creed – like the Virgin Birth?”

The priest continued to look confused.  “You just say it.  Particularly when you have difficulty believing it, you just keep saying it.  It will come to you eventually.”

Exasperatedly, the student pleaded, “How can I with integrity affirm a creed in which I do not believe?”  
“It’s not your creed, young man!” said an equally exasperated priest.  “It’s our creed.  Keep saying it, for heaven’s sake!  Eventually, it may come to you.  For some, it takes longer than for others.  How old are you?  Twenty-three?  Don’t be so hard on yourself.  There are lots of things that one doesn’t know at twenty-three.  Eventually, it may come to you.  Even if it doesn’t, don’t worry.  It’s not your creed.”

That’s the second word to you seekers who may be among us this morning.  Just keep saying it; eventually it will come to you.

Our handing over of the faith must be an echo of the Christ who was handed over for the salvation of the world.  We do not add our glosses….that would turn it into human tradition.  We just hand it over.

It’s like the 400-meter relay at a track meet.  It’s a team event.  You can have the fastest individual sprinters and still lose the race if you drop the baton or pass it poorly.
You and I are Christians today because certain people in our histories passed the baton on to us.  We are Christians because they faithfully echoed the divine tradition:  the handing over of Jesus for the sake of the world.  Jesus gave this mission of baton-passing to his disciples; they handed it over to the people and generations who followed them; and because of their trustworthiness – and the guidance of the Holy Spirit – we are Christians today.

And now it’s our job:  to hand over the tradition of faith.
